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THE ASSUMPTION OF 
OUR LADY 


The Origin of the Feast 


[HE feasts of the Christian Kalendar have behind 

them a long history. Easter and Whitsunday are 
the oldest of all, as old indeed as the Church itself ; 
they have been the focal points round which the 
feasts in honour of our Lord have been arranged. 
The earliest feasts of the Saints were those of the 
Martyrs, which were first local observances at their 
tombs, where the Sacrifice of the Altar was offered 
over their remains. At a second stage, when their 
bones (or part of them) were transferred (“ trans- 
lated”) to other Churches, the feasts began to be 
more widely observed; and Saints who were not 
Martyrs began also to be commemorated. It was 
probably this connexion of festivals with the relics 
of the Saints that was the reason why feasts of our 
Lady were comparatively late in arising, for there 
were no known relics of her body to be honoured. 
Some of her feasts are also feasts of her divine Son ; 
the Purification of our Lady is also the occasion of 
the Presentation of Christ in the Temple; the 
Annunciation is the commemoration of the Con- 
ception of the Saviour ; the Visitation is in memory 
of an event of the Gospel story, and belongs as much 
to the account of the life of our Lord as it does to 
that of his holy Mother. These feasts arose there- 
fore through the growing interest in the Kalendar as 
a means of commemorating the historical events of 
the Gospels. 

The feast which is pre-eminently that of our Lady 
herself, corresponding to the feasts in honour of 
other Saints, is that of her Assumption into heaven. 
It was perhaps first observed in January, but 
gradually the custom arose of observing it on 
August 15, a date first observed, it is believed, in 
Syria. 
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The Titles of the Feast 


A number of names have been used in description 
of the festival of our Lady’s entry into heaven. Like 
the feasts of the Martyrs, it was known frequently 
as her “ birthday,” a title not likely to be long used, 
as it might easily be confused with her birth into 
this world, and not to mean her “birth” into 
heaven. Another title was the “falling-asleep ” 
(dormitio in Latin, koimesis in Greek); a similar 
one was the “passing” (transitus in Latin). The 
title “Assumption” has probably become more 
common than these partly because it throws the 
emphasis on to our Lady’s entry into heaven, rather 
than on the mere passing by death from this world. 
The word “ Assumption” was not originally con- 
fined to the entry of the Mother of God into heaven, 
but was used of that of the Saints also, but it is now 
commonly confined in its references to her alone. 


The Meaning of the Assumption 


The essential belief enshrined in the use of the 
name “ Assumption” is that Mary’s soul is now in 
heaven. The recognition of her sanctity, as of that 
of the canonized Saints, implies a belief that she, as 
they are, is in the heavenly presence of her Son. The 
belief that the sacred body of which the Saviour of 
the world was born is also in heaven, having been 
raised to the resurrection-state, is a tradition held 
among Catholics through many long centuries. The 
earliest explicit reference in Western Christendom is 
in St. Gregory of Tours (A.D. 544-593) who says: 
“The Lord, having taken up the holy body, bade it 
to be borne away on a cloud into paradise, where 
now, joined again to the soul and rejoicing with 
his elect, it enjoys the good things of eternity.” The 
doctrine of the bodily Assumption has now been 
declared a matter of faith for Roman Catholics, 
revealed by God, but this definition rests on 
grounds that we cannot regard as adequate. The 
tradition does not add any essential religious value 
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to the observance of the feast, which teaches us to 
recognize that the Queen of Saints has received that 
crown of life which is promised to all who are faith- 
ful unto death. 

Of the time and place of Mary’s death we have no 
knowledge. It has been supposed that it happened 
either at Jerusalem or at Ephesus, but it is now 
impossible to know what the truth is. 


The Feast in England 


At the end of the seventh century we learn from 
St. Aldhelm that our Lady’s feast was observed in 
August in England. Devotion to the Mother of 
Christ found a congenial home in our own land, 
always in ancient days to the fore in its chivalrous 
love for her. At the beginning of the eighth century, 
St. Bede the Venerable records the observance of 
the feast under the title “ falling-asleep ”; and until 
the period of the Reformation the feast continued to 
be observed. Its unfortunate omission in the 
Book of Common Prayer in its various editions is 
no doubt due to a desire to limit the feasts of the 
Kalendar “to be observed” to those in commem- 
oration of events in the holy Scriptures. The feasts 
of the Apostles are included, but obviously they are 
not in memory of events recorded in the New 
Testament, but of their death-days, and it would 
have been more logical to include this festival of our 
Lady. There was certainly a great loss to English 
devotion through its discontinuance, a loss which 
has been gradually made good as the observance 
has been brought back through the returning tide of 
devotion. Already the “ Falling-Asleep” has been 
restored to the Scottish Kalendar, and is kept in 
other parts of the Anglican Communion, as it will 
doubtless in time be officially restored in England 
itself. 


The Mass of the Assumption 
In the absence of a Collect, Epistle and Gospel in 
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the Prayer Book, we give here some explanation of 
the proper of the feast as it is found in the Latin 
Missal. 

The Jntroit, or entrance-chant, consists of the first 
verse of Psalm 98 (“O sing unto the Lord a new 
song: for he hath done marvellous things ”), 
together with an antiphon from Revelation xii. : 
“There appeared a great wonder in heaven, a 
woman clothed with the sun, and the moon under 
her feet, and upon her head a crown of twelve 
stars.” The text from the Revelation does not 
originally refer to our Lady, though it has often been 
applied to her. 

The Collect is the only text of this Mass that 
directly speaks of Mary’s Assumption “in body and 
soul.” Apart from these words, it prays that we 
may “reach after the things that are above,” and be 
made partakers of heavenly glory. 

The Lesson (in place of an Epistle from the New 
Testament) is from the Book of Judith (xiii. 17-20, 
xv. 9). The blessing of Judith, after her conflict 
against the enemy of Israel, foreshadows the 
blessedness of our Lady. “From henceforth all 
generations shall call me blessed.” In a more 
significant way than was true of Judith in the old 
story, Mary has been “ blessed among women ”— 
blessed in her life of consecration and obedience, 
and blessed in being the Mother of the Lord. 

The Gradual is from Psalm 45, one of the Psalms 
that we especially associate with devotion to Mary. 
She is the daughter of God, who hearkened to her 
voice, accepting her great vocation. So we recall, 
singing “ Alleluia” in praise of her Maker, that she 
has been taken into heaven. 

As the Gospels do not record Mary’s death, the 
Gospel of the feast (St Luke i. 41-50) is from the 
story of the Visitation, and includes both the blessing 
spoken by Elisabeth (“Blessed art thou among 
women”), and also Mary’s own prediction (“ From 
henceforth all generations shall call me blessed ”’). 
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The blessing of Mary, the ground of all the 
Church’s devotion to her, has come from the grace 
of God that was poured out upon her. The future 
blessedness of every Christian will depend on the 
way in which he has himself co-operated with the 
graces given to him by God. 

In the Offertory-sentence we are brought back to 
the ancient words of Genesis, which speak of the 
enmity between the woman and the serpent. The 
ancient promise of redemption was also a warning 
of the cost that had to be paid by our blessed Lord, 
and of the sword of sorrow that would pierce his 
Mother’s soul. 

The Communion-verse recalls once more Mary’s 
prophecy that she should be called blessed. As so 
often the Communion-verse therefore echoes the 
Gospel. 


Mary in Heaven 


The honour paid to Mary by men is no more 
than a reflection of the glory given to her by God 
himself. The most common prayer to her, the 
“Hail, Mary,” begins with the words of the 
Archangel’s salutation, and continues with those of 
St. Elisabeth her kinswoman; while in the 
Magnificat, our Lady prophesies of the blessings 
that all ages will shower upon her name. So a 
famous English divine. Bishop Pearson, wrote in 
his book “ An Exposition of the Creed” in 1659 
(only two years before the present Prayer-Book was 
issued): “It was her own prediction, From hence- 
forth all generations shall call me blessed; but the 
obligation is ours, to call her, to esteem her so. If 
Elisabeth cried out with so loud a voice, Blessed 
art thou among women, when Christ was but newly 
conceived in her womb; what expressions of 
honour and admiration can we think sufficient now 
sy Christ is in heaven, and that mother with 

im !”’ 
A generation or so later, another famous and 
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saintly divine, Bishop Ken, gave noble expression 
to the same recognition of our duty of honouring the 
Mother of Christ, and spoke thus of her 
Assumption : 
“Heaven with transcendent joys her entrance 
graced, 

Next to his throne her Son his Mother placed ; 

And here below, now she’s of heaven possest, 

All generations are to call her blest.” 


It was then as one taking up the burden of a 
song that had been sung too little, but never quite 
forgotten, that at the beginning of the nineteenth 
century Keble in the “ Christian Year” began again 
to hymn the praise of Mary in heaven : 

“ Ave Maria! thou whose name 
All but adoring love may claim, 
Yet may we reach thy shrine ; 
For he, thy Son and Saviour, vows 
To crown all lowly lofty brows 
With love and joy like thine.” 


To the Catholic Christian, the thought of the 
Saints in heaven does not take away from the rever- 
ence and worship due to almighty God. As we ask 
for the prayers of our friends on earth, with equal 
simplicity we ask for those of our friends in heaven. 
Above all, we ask for the prayers of her who 
became our Mother at the foot of the Cross. As in 
the earliest days Mary was found in the midst of the 
Christian family (Acts. i. 14), so it is still; the fact 
of physical death is not so great a barrier as to 
prevent us from turning, as doubtless those earliest 
Christians at Jerusalem did, to ask her prayers, and 
to trust in their mighty aid. So a great Archbishop 
of Canterbury, St. Anselm, has written: “ Repeat, 
my soul, with joy and confidence ; I will rejoice and 
be glad; the Mother of God is my Mother; the 
Mother of the Judge is the Mother of the criminal ; 
the final judgment hangs upon a Mother’s prayer, 
and a Brother’s love.” 


